Rehabilitation and outcome following pediatric traumatic brain injury.
The long-term outcome for a child who has sustained a traumatic brain injury must be viewed in the context of ongoing development and maturation. Although neuronal plasticity provides the potential for neuronal reorganization in a child's brain, it is the behavioral demands of the environment that allow the child to take advantage of this potential and to maximize recovery. Pediatric rehabilitation is the setting that provides the necessary experiences for stimulating neuronal reorganization following TBI. However, neuronal reorganization has a cost to long-term development. The ultimate long-term impact of a TBI sustained in childhood depends on the child's ability to achieve developmental milestones following injury. Although injury-related and treatment-related factors are critical during the early stages of recovery, patient-related factors such as age-at-injury, developmental achievement at time of injury, maturation, and family involvement and resources impact the later stages of recovery. The process of pediatric rehabilitation following TBI is to provide an enriched, stimulating environment tailored to the needs of the child and based on real-word experiences. Early in the recovery process, pediatric rehabilitation is the setting that maximizes the potential for neuronal reorganization. Early rehabilitation also prepares the family for the child's long-term recovery and developmental needs. Involvement and training of family members early in the recovery process is critical for successful long-term outcome. Family members are the individuals best equipped to ensure treatment compliance and follow through with treatment recommendations, in maintaining treatment gains, and in generalizing treatment effects beyond the medical settings. Despite the life-long ramifications of childhood TBI, pediatric rehabilitation is the necessary step in promoting recovery and successful long-term outcome.